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National 
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58. Existing 
railways/Map 
of the Botwood Railway until 1975, 
when it, too, was abandoned and 
its rolling stock sold. 
After Confederation the 
Newfoundland Railway became the 
property of Canadian National 
Railways. Within five years it 
phased out its steam engines and 
Newfoundland cars and replaced 
these with more powerful engines 
and mainland cars fitted with 
narrow gauge trucks. 
Canadian National abandoned the 
trans-island rail passenger 
service and replaced it with a 
bus service four years after the 
Trans-Canada Highway was completed 
acrcss Newfoundland. 
Newfoundland's railway building 
spree was supposed to open up 
the country to development. In 
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Figure 1. Fishing stage. 
1 
For hundreds of years the 
economy of Newfoundland had been 
tied directly to the success or 
failure of the annual fishery. 
By the early 1800's much of the 
Avalon Peninsula, the Northeast 
Coast and the South Coast had 
been settled. During the 
Napoleonic Wars European control 
lessened, and by the 1850's 
Newfoundland had its own 
legislative assembly. Travel 
f-1 
~ 
0 
Figure 2. An early mining operation in Newfoundland. Note 
the track for hauling the ore from the mine and the hand 
tools being used. Similar tools were used in building the 
railway beds of Newfoundland railways. 
2 
was mostly by sea and depended 
on the prevailing weather 
conditions. 
The mid-1800's was a 
period of railway building 
in North America. Railway 
construction provided 
employment and indirectly 
opened up new lands for 
settlement and economic 
growth. Railways not only 
provided a ~uch more efficient 
means of transportation, but 
also helped foster a feeling 
of nationalism by linking 
together more closely the 
various regions of a country 
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Figure 3. The East End, St. John's Harbour. Note 
switchbacks shown here (and the steep grades) required 
so that the railway could descend to the waterfront 
and a railway finger pier jutting out into the Harbour. 
4 
In August of 1881 a railway 
was started by the Newfoundland 
Railway Company -- controlled by 
a group of British investors --
from a terminus at the eastern end 
of St. John's Harbour to Harbour 
Grace; a distance of seventy-eight 
miles (125 kilometres) by rail. 
Most often, the route chosen for 
the railway was over very 
difficult, hilly and boggy 
terrain in order that it might 
serve the greatest number of 
settlements between St. John's 
and Harbour Grace. 
1-' 
,f::a. 
w 
<• 
Figure 4. An early steam locomotive; one .of the first to be used on the Harbour Grace Railway. 
This locomotive was named for the accountant of the Newfoundland Railway Co., A. B. Blackman. It 
eventually became the property of the A.N.D. Co. and was used on the Botwood Railway. Long a 
derelict, work was started in 1977 at Grand Falls on the restoration of this locomotive. 
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Figure 5. Harbour Grace 
Figure 6. Newfoundland narrow gauge (British metric) 
ra11s 
GAUGE 
42 
(106.7cm) 
6 
It had been the original 
intention of the Government to 
provide a very basic railway 
service at a reasonable cost 
which the country could afford. 
The Government also believed 
that the.construction of a 
narrow gauge railway -- with 
its narrow road bed and light 
rails and rolling stock 
would present fewer engineering 
difficulties than a Standard 
Gauge railway and so would be 
cheaper to build and maintain. 
Therefore, the Government 
decided to adopt a narrow 
gauge width of fort-two 
1-' 
~ 
U1 
inches (~06. 7 centimetre~· ) 
between the rail heads {see 
Figure 6) as opposed to the 
Standard Gauge of fifty-six 
and a half inches (143.5 
centimetres) more commonly 
used by other North American 
railways. 
From St. John's the 
railway went overland to 
Topsail on Conception Bay and 
thence to nearby Foxtrap 
where a riot known as the 
Battle of Foxtrap took place 
because local residents 
feared that they would be 
taxed unfairly if the railway 
Figure 7. Holyrood 
Figure 8. Foxtrap, Conception Bay 
7 
..... 
.s::.. 
~ 
was built through their 
community~ From Foxtrap the 
railway continued along the 
shore of Conception Bay until 
it reached Holyrood in July, 
1882. In 1884 a passenger 
service existed between 
St. John's and Holyrood~ 
In 1883 the Newfoundland 
Railway Company which had 
begun the first phase of 
construction of the Harbour 
Grace Railway went bankrupt 
and the operation of the 
railway had to be taken over 
by the Newfoundland Government. 
In 1884 the Government 
Figure 9. Harbour Grace Junction (Whitbourne) became a 
railway centre with yards and machine shop facilities to 
service the Newfoundland Northern & Western Railway as 
well as the Harbour Grace and the Placentia Bay Railways. 
These activities were later shifted to the West End 
Station at St. John's. 
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a small road and the sea below. 
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Figure 14. Hall's Bay Railway-- Section built 
by the Newfoundland Government. 
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Bay -- th.e site of newly 
discovered mineral deposits 
on the northeast coast of the 
Island. After only sixteen 
miles (25.6 kilometres) of 
work over very difficult 
terrain, the Government found 
that it could no longer afford 
to build this railway. The 
total cost of its railways 
was over $676,000. 
As a result of their recent 
experiences of building railways 
entirely by themselves, the 
Government turned again to 
private companies to construct 
railways in Newfoundland. These 
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Figure 15. Isthmus of Avalon near Rantem. This was very difficult terrain over which to 
build a railway solely with the use of hand tools and manual labour. Grades were very 
steep and many turns, rock cuts, and earth works were required in order to build the 
railway over the Isthmus of Avalon. Grades were so steep that early steam locomotives 
could not pull a particularly long or heavily laden train over this stretch of track 
without first breaking up the train into two sections and making a return trip for the 
remaining cars. 
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Figure 17. Dark Hole Bridge, near Clarenville (lower Shoal 
Harbour). This bridge-- built by Reid-- was typical of the 
many railway bridges required to span the numerous small 
streams and their valleys which the railway followed and 
crossed on its route across the Island. Dark Hole River was 
diverted from its original river bed a short distance east to 
Lower Shoal Harbour River so that its waters would not undermine 
the railroad bed. 
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Grace Rai1way operated by the 
Government. In return for 
each mile constructed, Reid 
and Middleton received 
$15,600 and over four thousand 
acres (1620.3 hectares) .of 
land as payment. 
Reid had the reputation 
of being a very successful 
railway bridge engineer and 
builder in North America. 
Middleton supervised much of 
the early construction of the 
Hall's Bay Railway. Four years 
later, Reid and Middleton 
dissolved their partnership 
and Reid continued with the 
project. 
~ 
U1 
\0 
Figure 18. 2-6-0 steam locomotive (No. 4) first used on the Hall's Bay Railway and later on in 
the construction of the Newfoundland Northern & Western Railway. It was one of several locomotives 
used on the inaugural run of the first passenger train across Newfoundland in 1898. 
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Figure 19. Passenger coaches of the Newfoundland Northern & Western Railway Company. 
first passenger coaches used in a regular passenger service across Newfoundland. Two 
vintage are presently being used as summer homes at Thorburn Lake Siding, three miles 
Blandford. 
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These were the 
cars of this 
east of Port 
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Figure 20. The first trestle built across the Exploits 
River was destroyed in 1895 by the annual spring break-up 
of river ice. A permanent structure was built as quickly 
as possible next to it during the early Spring and 
Summer of 1895. 
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Newf oundland Northern & Western 
Railway Company was then formed by 
Reid to undertake the construction 
of the trans-Island railway under 
much the same terms as those laid 
down in the 1890 contract for the 
completion of the Hall's Bay 
Railway. 
Under Reid management, work 
on the Newfoundland Northern & 
Western Railway progressed rapidly. 
By 1894 the railway had crossed 
the Exploits, the largest river on 
the Island. By 1895 the railway 
had crossed over the Gaff Topsails, 
the highest stretch of land along 
the route, and westwards towards 
...... 
m 
w 
Grand Lake. 1 By the Fall of 1895 
the tracks had been l aid as far 
as Deer Lake; just thirty miles 
(48 kilometres) from the Bay of 
Islands. In 1896 the railway was 
put through the Humber River Gap 
to Humber Mouth on the French 
Treaty Shore. 
During 1896 and 1897 
Newfoundland disregarded the 
protests of France over what 
the French saw as a violation of 
1 For a short time a two-mile spur (from 
Howley) led to a small coal mining 
operation which supplied coal for 
firing the steam locomotives. 
However, the coal was found to be 
unsuitable since too many "clinkers" 
were left in the ashes. 
Figure 21. The Gaff Topsails 
Figure 22. Humber Mouth Station, Bay of Islands 
25 
..... 
0'\ 
~ 
Figure 23. Section men working on the railway 
near Humber Mouth shortly after the completion 
of the railway. This short section of track 
was eventually moved back several hundred yards 
from the Humber River to make way for a highway 
which had to share the same route with the 
railway through a narrow gorge of the Humber 
River. 
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Figure 24. River Side Drive, Humber Mouth, 
Corner Brook. (Same location as seem in the 
late 1970's.) 
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Figure 25. Church and waterfront, Curling, Bay of Islands 
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Figure 26. Wooden trestle across Little River, west of St. Andrew's in the Codroy Valley 
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French fishing rights on the 
French Treaty Shore and 
continued to push the railway 
southwesterly towards Bay St. 
George and thence along the West 
Coast through the Codroy Valley 
to Port-aux-Basques by 1897. 
This had been a bold move which 
I 
might have easily upset Great 
Britain's recent friendly 
relations with France. 
The formal opening of the 
trans-Island railway took place 
when on June 29, 1898, at 7 p.m., 
a train left St. John's and 
arrived at Port-aux-Basques 
twenty-seven hours and forty-five 
29 
Figure 27. St. John's Station at Fort William 
(East End, St. John's) 
Figure 28. Port-aux-Basques 
..... 
en 
(X) 
m1nutes ~ater at ~0:45 on the 
following day. 
Upon the completion of 
the railway across Newfoundland, 
the Reid Newfoundland Company 
was permitted under a new contract 
with the Government to operate 
all railway property and services 
for fifty years and received 
an additional one million six 
hundred thousand acres 
(647,500 hectares) of prime 
land with all timber and mineral 
rights. In return the Reid 
Newfoundland Company paid the 
Governemnt $1,000,000. 
This land which ran in 
30 
40\l.m. 
SHORE 
Port-oux-Bosques T '<JVft,~ t r~}f'/J.I ' -~\J..:.~~ J;~n's 
NEWFOUNDLAND 
NORTHERN 8 WEST 
RAILWAY I 
1894 -1897 
Figure 29. Newfoundland Northern & Western 
Railway 
Figure 30 . Reid Lots -- Taken in alternate blocks 
along the railway from Port-aux-Basques to Come-
by-Chance Valley 
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alternate five thousand acre 
blocks (2,201 hectares) from 
the Isthmus of Avalon to 
Port-aux-Basques contained 
some of the best timber and 
mineral resources of the Island. 
It was the understanding of the 
Government that the Reids would 
try to develop these resources 
and so provide needed employment 
for jobless Newfoundlanders. 
Reid and his sons now 
consolidated the coastal boat 
service, the telegraphs, the 
St. John's Dry Dock and all railway 
properties which included the 
Harbour Grace Railway, the 
31 
Newfoundland Northern & Western 
Railway and Government built 
lines into one company -- the 
Newfoundland Company. 
The railway by 1898 had 
cost Newfoundland $9,500,000 
and in 1895 a chance to join 
Confederation since Canada had 
been unwilling to assume such 
a high public debt of which a 
large portion had been due to 
railway construction even though 
at the time the Newfoundland 
Government had argued that the 
railways were one of the 
country's assets. 
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Figure 31. The St. John's Dry Dock shown here under reconstruction by the Reid Newfoundland Company 
which acquired the Dry Dock from the Government in the 1898 agreement. Immediately west of the Dry Dock 
a new station house and marshalling yards as well as machine shops to service the railway, the coastal 
boat fleet and the Dry Dock were built on land reclaimed from the West End of St. John's Harbour. 
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1. LEWISPORTE BRANCH RAILWAY 1898 
2. BRIGUS "CUT-OFF" 1898 
3. CARBONEAR EXTENSION 1898 
Figure 32. Branch Railways built by the Reid 
Newfoundland Company -- 1898 
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BRANCH RAILWAYS -- 1~98 
After the completion of the 
railway across Newfoundland, Reid 
and his sons, who were by this time 
actively involved in the Company, 
began to build three branch railways 
for the Government under a 
previous agreement. 
The Lewisporte Branch Railway 
ran for nine and a half miles 
(15 kilometres) from Notre Dame 
Junction to. Lewisporte which was to 
be a chief port of call for the 
1-' 
...J 
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Brigus "Cut-Off" -- built 
between Brigus Junction and 
Tilton on the Harbour Grace 
Railway -- shortened the 
distance to the main line 
by ten miles {16 kilometres) 
and from St- John's to 
Harbour Grace by over 
twenty-two miles (36.2 
kilometres). In the same year 
the original Harbour Grace 
Railway was extended six 
miles (9.6 kilometres) farther 
to Carbonear due to political 
pressure from the Carbonear 
townspeople who wanted to 
Figure 33. Work train unloading rails, Conception Bay 
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Figure 34. Station House, Notre Dame Junction 
Figure 35. Lewisporte 
.-..,_ 
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have a railway just like the 
people of Harbour Grace. 
· By the turn of the century, 
opposition grew to the terms 
of earlier contracts with the 
Reid Newfoundland Company. The 
newly elected Government in 1901 
took advantage of Reid's desire 
to incorporate his company. 
These contracts, especially 
the 1898 contract, were revised 
with much of .the land, railways 
and other forms of communication 
to revert back to the Newfoundland 
Government. In return the Reid 
Newfoundland Company Ltd. received 
$3,500,000 and the right to 
35 
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Figure 36. 4-6-2 steam locomotive (No. 193) was manufactured by the Baldwin Locomotive Works of 
Philadelphia for the Reid Newfoundland Company Ltd. 
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operate the railways. The 
total public debt due to 
railway construction had risen 
to over $17,000,000. 
BRANCH RAILWAYS -- 1907-1915 
From 1907 to 1915 there 
was another flurry of branch 
railway building. Some 
politicians hinted that the 
contracts for these branch 
railways may have been rewards 
in return for Reid financial 
support of Government 
members in the elections of 
1901, 1908 and 1909 and that 
the cost of these new branch 
Figure 37. West End, St. John's Harbour. This part of the 
Harbour was eventually all filled in as more track was laid 
in the marshalling yard. The original machine shop building 
can be seen in the foreground • Part of it is presently used 
to house and service Canadian National's Road Cruiser 
passenger buses. The old St. Mary's Church (foreground) was 
torn down in the early 1960's to make way for harbour 
expansion on the South Side. 
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In 1907 a new site for the 
eastern terminus of the railway 
was selected at the West End 
of St. John ' s Harbour. The old 
station house and the railway finger 
pier had been destroyed in the 1898 
fire which burnt the East End of 
St. John's, and, also, acce~s to the 
waterfront presented less 
difficulties than did the steep 
inclines to the waterfront in the 
East End. Therefore, the Reids built 
a seven-mile spur (11.2 kilometres) 
from Western Junction (at 
Donovan's) through the Waterford 
Valley to the West End, the site of 
BONAVISTA BAY BRANCH RAILWAY 
1909-1911 
Figure 38. Bonavista Bay Branch Railway 
Figure 39. Trepassey Branch Railway 
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Figure 40, The ·' "Loo·pn ·-n.ear Goose ·cove, 
In order to negotiate the steep incline 
level, the railway first passed over an overpass, 
completely circled a small round pond and then passed 
under itself and continued down grade through a 
small river gorge shown in Figure 4l .below. 
the Dry Dock and where they now 
located the new station house, yards, 
docks for the coastal boats and 
machine shops to service these. 2 
In 1909 a branch railway was 
built by the Reid Newfoundland 
Company Ltd. from Shoal Harbour 
eighty-eight miles (141 kilometres) 
north along the Bonavista Peninsula 
to the Town of Bonavista. A spur 
line was built to Port Union; a 
distance of two miles (3.2 kilometres). 
2 The Reids also operated a street railway in 
St. John's. It was of the same gauge as the 
main railway and was linked to it so that the 
street cars could be taken to the machine 
shops for repairs. The street car service was 
abandoned in 1949. The building housing the 
street cars -- located just east of the station 
on Water Street -- was taken over by the 
Newfoundland Light and Power Company and was 
finally demolished in 1979 to make way for the 
new Arterial Highway Overpass to Water and 
New Gower Streets. 
Figure 41. Bonavista Bay Branch Railway 
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The Bonavista Branch Railway was 
officially opened in 1911 by the 
Governor of Newfoundland. 
In the same year work was 
started on the Trepassey Branch 
Railway along the Southern Shore 
of the Avalon Peninsula. It ran 
one hundred four miles (167 
kilometres) from Kilbride in the 
Waterford Valley of St. John's 
to Trepassey in Trepassey Bay. 
In 1912 the Government 
decided not to go to Grates 
Cove and Bay de Verde by way of 
the proposed Heart's Content 
Railway Route from Whitbourne 
Figure 42. The sod-turning ceremony at Kilbride, St. John's, 
of the Trepassey Branch Railway 
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Figure 43. Station House, Western Bay. After the 
Bay de Verde Railway was abandoned, this building 
had various uses, one of which was as a post office. 
and Broad Cove on the old Harbour 
Grace Railway line, but to extend the 
railway forty-eight miles (76.8 
kilometres) from Carbonear to Bay 
de Verde with a four-mile (6.4 
kilometres) spur from Grates Cove 
Junction to Grates Cove. 3 
In 1914 work started on the 
Heart's Content Branch Railway from 
Broad Cove to Heart's Content; a 
distance of thirty-nine miles 
(62.4 kilometres) from Whitbourne on 
the main line. During the winter 
months, Heart's Content served as 
3 Part of this route took advantage of an 
abandoned railway roadbed left by a 
mining company which had operated in 
the Grates Cove -- Bay de Verde area at 
the turn of the century, 
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BRANCH "RAILWAY 
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1912-1915 
Figure 44. Bay de Verde Branch Railway 
Figure 45. Heart's Content Branch Railway 
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HEART'S CONTENT 
BRANCH RAILWAY 
1914-1915 
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Figure 46. Work train and crew constructing a bridge (small 
trestle). Note the stone work typical of bridges and trestles 
built by Reid. 
an alternate port of the A.N.D. Co. Company Ltd. for the Newfoundland 
for their pulp and paper products Government. By the early 1920's the 
when Botwood was blockaded by ice. Reid Newfoundland Company Ltd. was 
The Bay de Verde and Heart's facing bankruptcy because of the high 
Content Branches were opened in costs which had been incurred in 
1915. They were the last railways branch railway building. The Reids 
built by the Reid Newfoundland appealed to the Government for 
43 
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financial support to operate their 
railway holdings, but after a 
dispute arose lasting two years 
between the Reid Newfoundland 
Company Ltd. and the Newfoundland 
Government, the Government in 1922 
took over the operation of the 
railways operated by the Reids. In 
1926 all public railways became 
known as the "Newfoundland Railway". 
By the 1930's the Newfoundland 
Government also faced with rapidly 
44 
mounting railway debts and a world 
wide economic depression, The 
Great Depression, decided to 
abandon many of its branch railways 
a move which opponents of branch 
railways said only went to prove 
what had been originally said about 
the building of so many branch 
railways and which at the same time 
served to anger the residents of the 
areas served by these abandoned 
branches. 
~ 
co 
w 
Figure 47. 4-6-2 steam locomotive (No. 196) bearing "Newfoundland Railway" lettering of the Newfoundland 
Government 
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Anglo Newfoundland Development 
Company after a disastrous fire 
destroyed the sawmill operation 
at Millertown. 
BOTWOOD RAILWAY -- 1901 
Meanwhile, a British company 
(later taken over by the A.N.D. Co.) 
had established pulp and paper mills 
at Bishop's Falls and Grand Falls. 
Due to electric power transmission ~ 
technology of the early 1900 ' s 
before the wide-spread use of 
alternating current to send 
electric power over long 
distances, this company was forced 
to locate its mill operations 
47 
Figure 49. Sawmill operation at Millertown -~ 
cl900 
Figure 50. Botwood Railway 
BOTWOOD RAILWAY 1909 
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Figure 51. Pulp mill at Bishop's Falls; part of the pulp and paper 
operations of the A.N.D. Co. at Bishop's Falls -- Grand Falls. The 
pulp manufactured here was sent to Grand Falls by a flume to be 
processed further and made into paper. 
near its source of hydro-electric port for pulp and paper products. 
power. In 1909 a branch railway On its route to Botwood this railway 
was built from Grand Falls to passed through Bishop's Falls and 
Botwood which became a trans-shipment crossed over the main railway line. 
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Figure 53. 2-4-2 Buchans Mining Company, Ltd. steam locomotive, No. 1. This locomotive hauled 
trains of short ore hopper cars to Millertown Junction on the main line from which the ore was 
taken to the coast for export by ship. The Buchans Mining Company also owned another steam 
locomotive, No. 2, which was used on the Buchans Railway until 1953 when it was taken to Grand 
Falls and retirement. In 1949 and in 1952 the Buchans Mining Company bought two diesel-electric 
locomotives at about the same time the C.N.R. was converting to diesel-electric locomotives. 
These two diesels were still in operation in the late 1970's. 
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town as a result of being by-passed 
by the main highway to Buchans and 
Millertown. 
After Confederation in 1949, 
the Newfoundland Railway became 
the property of the Canadian 
National Railways as did the 
St. John ' s Dry Dock, the coastal 
boat fleet, the telegraphs and 
other railway properties. 
Canadian National Railways phased 
out its steam locomotives and 
replaced them in the early 1950's 
with diesel-electric locomotives 
fitted with Newfoundland trucks 
(narrow gauge wheels). Later, in 
the 1960's they gradually replaced 
Figure 57. Diesel-electric locomotive 
Figure 58. CN passenger buses at Moorland's, Whitbourne 
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to maintain. This high cost 
eventually became an economic 
burden to the country; that is, 
the building of railways 
seemed to have almost the 
opposite effect. However, no 
one can really say what 
Newfoundland would have amounted 
to without these railways. 
In the late 1970's there 
were over seven hundred miles 
(1120 kilometres) of railways 
in operation on the Island of 
Newfoundland, and most of this 
mileage was operated by 
Canadian National. 
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